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The two convicted murderers of rain forest activist Francisco Mendes escaped from jail with
five other individuals, Sao Paulo police reported Feb. 15. The escape, from a prison in the Acre
state capital of Rio Branco, about 3,220 km. northwest of Sao Paulo, spurred a huge search for the
fugitives through the Amazon jungle. The police did not indicate the date of the escape. The two
escaped convicts, Darcy Pereira and his father Darli Alves da Silva, were sentenced to 19 years
imprisonment in December 1990 for the murder, which occurred two years earlier. The victim was
president of the rubber tappers union in his hometown of Xapuri. He was also founding president
of the National Council for Rubber Plant Workers. His efforts to preserve the rain forest from
ranchers and slash-and-burn farmers brought him international acclaim as a representative of the
emerging environmental movement. The murder of Mendes focused international attention on
the often-violent struggle between conservationists and landholders in the Amazon rain forest.
Police initially reported that the two convicts had sawed through the cell bars in the lightly guarded
prison. However, unidentified military police officials later told reporters that the men were
released through the jail's front door with the help of military police agents. Following the escape,
environmentalists and leftist party members gathered in Rio de Janeiro to protest what they believe
is joint complicity among Acre state officials, the military police and the Rural Democratic Union
(UDR, a group which represents the interests of the landowners) in the two mens' escape. The
protesters called for dismissal of the Acre state security secretary, the Acre chief of police and
the prison director. In addition, they called on the federal government to assure the recapture of
the fugitives. (Sources: Associated Press, 02/15/93, 02/16/93; Spanish news service EFE, 02/17/93,
02/20/93; Agence France- Presse, 02/17-19/93)
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